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Loskop Dam - Mpumalanga Important Bird Area

SPECIAL REPORT
IMPORTANT BIRD AREAS (PG 19

- 24)

This month, we bring you our special report on
Important Bird Areas, a topic about which not much is
known. In an age where habitat destruction and
modification by humans is one of the major contributing
factors to the extinction of birds, animals and plants
across the globe, the Important Bird Area programme
initiative of BirdLife SA and its various partners
(including proclaimed protected areas across southern
Africa) aims to conserve prime habitat for birds, as well
as the animals and plants that associate with them.
While not the ultimate answer to conserving many
globally and locally threatened birds including restricted
range species, endemics and nomads, the programme
certainly does help to maintain biodiversity in the
region, particularly in rangelands, which are hardest hit
by habitat destruction and landscape change. IBAs
have also been declared in other biomes including
inland and coastal wetlands and estuaries, mountains
and forests. IBAs are currently being prioritized
according to expert knowledge of these areas enabling
BirdLife SA to focus on those which are under most
threat as well as those which protect the largest number
of trigger species. Bird clubs and their members will be
asked to assist with assessments, monitoring and
conservation action in IBAs.

From the edi

I n South Africa, April is
prepared a bumper issue for you to read as you while
away the last of our sunny summer days before autumn
(fall to our US readers) sets in with its chill mornings and
evenings and the promise of winter to come. Most of us
prefer warmer times (I know | do) but winter is when
nature recharges its batteries so to speak; it is a
necessary season when everything rests.

Autumn is an interesting time for birding as many birds
exchange the bright plumage, fancy tails and wattles of
the breeding season for plainer brown hues -
camouflage for the winter countryside. Autumn makes
some birds harder to identify as they display oddly
mottled plumage and are apt to be confused with our
regul ar Abrown birdso

South Africa has several migratory species, which will
depart in April for the warmer Northern Hemisphere.
While some only go as far as central Africa, others
venture to Europe or even Asia. Read our article on
migration on page 14, a fascinating subject for both
birdwatchers and ornithologists.

Our SA Bird of the Month in April is the Red-throated
Wryneck. This species, confined to the grassland
regions of South Africa, visited us in our garden recently
so we felt very privileged!

Do Oxpeckers really help get rid of ecto-parasites on
herbivores or do they do more harm than good? Find
the answer in our short feature on these birds on
page 5.

Last - but not least - thanks to Bettie Marcondonatos,
who sent us this picture of a bird in the bottle brush tree
in her garden, which we positively identified as a Spotted
Eagle Owl! Wonderful to find such a bird in the suburbia
of Sasolburg (a town an hour south of Johannesburg).

Happy birding during the holidays. Remember to send
us your comments and thoughts i we 6 d | i ke
Letters page!

Bronwyn

Bronwyn Howard: Editor
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BIRDING SNIPPETS

Birding News from around South Africa

Special Sightings

At Suikerbosrand Nature Reserve, we saw these Grey
winged Francolin, one of
have only seen these birds there once before, at the
start of a torrential thunderstorm, so it was great to see
them again in conditions more conducive to
photography!

one of

Greywi nged Francol i n,
recently at Suikerbosrand Nature Reserve near
Johannesburyg.

Another rather unusual bird we saw - although it is
recorded for the reserve - was the Paradise Flycatcher.
The strange thing about this sighting was that we saw
the bird in Acacia caffratrees in the car park. Acacia
trees are essentially thorn trees; these birds prefer the
thick canopy and cover of places like riverine forests, so
seeing them in the rel
unusual. We also saw a juvenile Redthroated Wryneck.
The reserve is currently inundated with falcons - Amur,
Western Red-footed and Peregrine Falcons are there in
numbers at present. At Rietvlei Nature Reserve
(between Johannesburg & Pretoria), we saw a juvenile
Malachite Kingfisher. These birds appear very shy,
unlike the adults, and have a black beak (the adults have
red beaks).
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African Penguin Population Continues to Plunge

Despite excellent funding and continued work to improve

t hthe plighe of Africand?enfuing, the dersus figores for We

2009 are in - and the position continues to worsen. In
2004, there were around 52 000 pairs in South African
colonies. In 2008, this plummeted to less than 23 000
pairs. This year the figure is just over 20 000 pairs,
representing a loss of a further +/ - 10%. The birds are
classified as Vulnerable due to sustained population
decreases during the 1900s due in part to commercial
fisheries reducing food availability. Although the
problem is historical, populations appear not to have
recovered from these impacts. Guano collection in the
past caused enormous disturbances at breeding sites,
forcing birds to nest on the surface rather than in
burrows (in guano), reducing breeding success. Up to
48% of all eggs produced were collected (from 1897 -
1905, with the last authorized collections in 1967). Oll
spills are currently a major threat because the birds are
flightless and cannot avoid the oil. Conservation efforts
have greatly assisted oiled birds; nevertheless a
significant number have died. Good news is that
Dimersfontein Wines and BirdLife SA will soon be
laynghigg aﬁwgwpﬂg]q:fpr seahirgsconsegvation. Initially
funds (generated from part of the sale price of the
wines) will go towards African Penguin conservation.
Funding from another donor is also to be used to extend
South Africadés Marine | BA
programme.

(I'm

The African Penguin - still severely impacted by historical
conservation problems.



Autumn is a difficult time to identify birds as many which develop bright plumage for the summer
mating season start changing to the dull browns of winter - perfect for camouflage in the winter
landscapes. They often look quite odd in their transitional plumage. Here are a few pics.

The Red Bishop will ultimately loose all his red and black plumage and resemble the female,
becoming another brown veld bird. The Southern Masked Weaver will also resemble the female,
loosing the distinctive black mask entirely. The Long-tailed Widowbird looses its fabulous long
tail and black plumage but retains the red and white flash on the shoulder. Some other birds
which dramatically change their plumage include all the wydahs, which loose their distinctive tails
and colourful plumage; all widowbirds will loose their tails; the Yellow -crowned Bishop looses its
yellow colours; male queleas also loose their colourful beaks and heads.




